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EAST-COAST PREMIERE  OF JANE MARTIN’S AWARD-WINNING “FLAGS” SET TO 
STIR ELECTION YEAR HEARTS & MINDS AT 59E59 

 Flags, a fierce political drama by the Pulitzer Prize-nominated Jane Martin that tells the 
story of a working-class American family and their loss of a son in Iraq, is set for its east-coast 
premiere at 59e59, presented by the Firefly Theater.  Performances begin Wednesday, September 
12 for a limited engagement through Sunday, September 30. 

Originally commissioned by the Guthrie Theater and premiered at Mixed Blood, Flags went 
on to an acclaimed three-month run in Los Angeles at the Odyssey Theatre.  This fall, the Firefly 
Theater will bring Chris Mulkey and Karen Landry, who originated the lead roles at Mixed Blood 
and the Odyssey, along with the other stars of the LA run, to 59e59. 

In Flags, Jane Martin uses the structure of a Greek tragedy to explore how the grief of a 
single American family must inevitably ripple through us all.  The hero is Eddie, a Vietnam vet and 
lifelong garbage collector, who is outraged when he learns that his eldest son Carter, a military 
specialist, has been killed and mutilated after reassignment to garbage duty cleaning the streets of 
Baghdad.  A military Chaplain brings Eddie and his wife a US flag, and, in his absent-minded grief, 
Eddie hangs it on his roof upside down, a military signal of distress.  Eddie’s choices and his refusal 
to right the flag when community members demand it lead to first local and then national 
controversy and media attention.  In stubbornness, his act of resistance eventually leads to the very 
violence it protests, putting the safety of his remaining family in jeopardy and ultimately leading to 
deeper tragedy. 

Variety called Flags “…an expertly crafted work that performs a keen dissection and 
analysis” with an “outstanding ensemble,” while Hollywood Reporter called it “…a compelling, 
scathing and ironic account that skillfully mines personal heartbreak, loss, disillusion and 
sacrifice…a first-rate portrayal of an American tragedy” with “no debate here and no lectures.”  The 
LA Weekly said “Jane Martin’s play, Flags, takes an inside-out look at our most potent national 
symbol, discovering in its fluttering shadow a divided neighborhood of opinion on what constitutes 
loyalty in time of war….Mulkey’s performance is nothing less than stirring, a word seldom found 
these days in discussions about theatre, much less about our national conduct.” 

The playwright Jane Martin is best known for Kelly and Du and Jack and Jill, which both 
won the American Theatre Critics Association Award for Best New Play.  Other plays include 
Talkin With (premiered at the Actors Theatre of Louisville’s 1981 Humana Festival of New 
American Plays and bowed to New York at Manhattan Theatre Club); Vital Signs (1990 Humana 
Festival of New American Plays); Cementville (1991 Humana Festival); Flaming Guns of the 
Purple Sage (2001 Humana Festival); and Good Boys, which premiered at Guthrie Theater in 2002.  
Her work has not been brought Off-Broadway since MTC’s 1982 production of Talking With. 

This will mark award-winning director Henry Wishcamper’s first collaboration with 
Martin and Firefly Theater.  His previous work has included, among others, Elvis People (New 
World Stages), The Polish Play, A Conflation of Macbeth by William Shakespeare and Ubu Roi by 
Alfred Jarry (Katharsis Theater Company), Pullman Car Hiawatha (Keen Company; Drama Desk 
Nomination for Outstanding Revival of a Play; Time Out New York Top 10 Productions of 2004), 
The Good Thief (Portland Stage Company), The Flying Doctor and The Imaginary Cuckold 
(Roundtable Ensemble),‘Tis Pity She's a Whore (HERE), and numerous Shakespeare productions at 
the Maine Summer Dramatic Institute/Shakespeare.  He served as the assistant director on the 
Broadway productions of Shining City (directed by Robert Falls), Absurd Person Singular (directed 
by John Tillinger) and Match (directed by Nicholas Martin); he is the Artistic Director of Katharsis 



Theater Company; he served as the Artistic Director of the Maine Summer Dramatic Institute in 
Portland, Maine (1997-1999) and as the Artistic Associate of Keen Company (2002-2005).  He is a 
Drama League Directing Fellow, and his upcoming work includes Conor McPherson’s Port 
Authority at the Atlantic Theater Company. 

Believing this to be an important opportunity to tell a question-raising story in an election 
year, the star Los Angeles cast has set aside the schedule of this run to bring Flags to the heart of 
American theatre.  This east-coast premiere of the award-winning LA production stars real-life 
husband and wife Chris Mulkey (North Country, Radio, and long-time vet of Mixed Blood in 
Minneapolis) and Karen Landry (Patti Rocks, Six Feet Under, Guthrie company alum, and long-
time vet of Mixed Blood in Minneapolis); NY veteran Stephen Mendillo (Paul Newman’s Our 
Town, Empire Falls); Ryan Johnston; and Steven Klein.  The cast also includes Ian Bedford, 
Kyle Johnston, Yvans Jourdain, and Quonta Beasley.  The design team for Flags includes Kelly 
Hanson (set), Miriam Nilofa Crowe (lights), Graham Johnson (sound), Anne Kenney (costume), 
and Aaron Rhyne (video).  Kelly Beaulieu will stage manage. 

 Performances of Flags at 59e59 will begin on Wednesday night September 12 at 8:30pm in 
Theatre C.  Performances then run until September 30, Tuesday through Saturday nights at 8:30pm 
with Sunday matinees on September 23 and September 30 at 3:30pm.  Tickets to all shows are $18 
and can be purchased at the 59E59 Box Office, by phone at (212) 279-4200, or online at 
www.ticketcentral.com.  Active and veteran military personnel receive a 10% discount via the 
discount code FLAG. 

The Firefly Theater was founded in 1996 to mount new and classic plays while focusing on 
finding more rigorous ways to define and measure the success of theatrical ventures.  Begun at 
Yale, the Firefly Theater moved to LA along with its founder, Steven Klein, where it has mounted 
productions from Mamet to Shephard to Shakespeare while continuing to investigate how best to 
structure a theater and its work to reduce costs and increase measurable impact in its community.  
Meanwhile, Klein has worked closely with fellow-Yalie Matt Shakman on his founding of the 
Black Dahlia Theatre, where Klein is Staff Producer and appears frequently as an actor.  In total, 
Klein’s LA theater with the Firefly Theater and Black Dahlia Theatre has earned over 20 awards 
along with mention in numerous critic’s “best of” lists while helping the Black Dahlia get named 
“One of a dozen young American companies you need to know” by American Theatre.  His LA 
theatre work also included the world-premiere of Geraldine Hughes’ acclaimed Belfast Blues, which 
came to NY’s Culture Project in 2005.  Klein’s work outside of LA includes award-winning 
productions in Boston, Philadelphia, Belfast, Off-West End London, and Off-Broadway.  Firefly 
Theater today works with Firefly Films to nurture new American stories for the stage and screen.  In 
addition, Firefly Theater is now in the early stages of building an integrated network of locally run, 
semi-autonomous theatres with a centralized mission and metrics of success and operating in 
physically identical spaces across America.  More can be found at www.fireflyinc.com. 

 59E59 is located at 59 East 59th (between Madison and Park) in New York, NY 10022. 
59E59 Theaters is a brand new, state-of-the-art theater complex in a spectacular location on 59th 
Street between Park and Madison Avenues in Manhattan.  Owned and operated by the Elysabeth 
Kleinhans Theatrical Foundation, a not-for profit operating foundation, 59E59 Theaters has set an 
invigorating policy of bringing new, challenging and experimental work to a new neighborhood.  
59E59 Theaters presents Off-Broadway and Off-Off Broadway productions by not-for-profit 
companies from across America and around the world, including an annual festival of new British 
theater called “Brits Off Broadway” and a preview of shows going to the Edinburgh Festival Fringe 
called “East to Edinburgh.” 

### 
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"The play skillfully explores the frustration suffered by ordinary Americans over the war, 
whatever their positions...the heartfelt passion of the piece is undeniable, and the 
performers, particularly the two leads, deliver great conviction and intensity."  
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"...Strong performances by the talented cast..."  

The New Yorker 

 
“…a fine production by Firefly Theater….All the actors are excellent, with special praise 
due to Chris Mulkey and Karen Landry as grieving parents…"  
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"...performances, under Henry Wishcamper's direction, are nothing short of 
stunning...The evening couldn't have provided me with a more timely and potent 
merging of politics and theater."   

Epoch Times 

 
"…FLAGS is a refreshing dose of daring, urgent and thought-provoking theater. " 
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"...the timing of the East Coast premiere of Jane Martin’s FLAGS becomes even more 
disturbingly appropriate...FLAGS brutally depicts a nation divided and still eagerly 
waiting for its sons and daughters to return home."  
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"...compelling...FLAGS is a show worth seeing, for the issues it raises and for the 
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Hanson’s ingenious set design." 
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'Flags': A small victory in bringing Iraq 
war to stage 
 
Husband-and-wife actors Chris Mulkey and Karen Landry will 
reprise their roles as a couple whose lives come unhinged with 
the news that their oldest son has been killed in Iraq. 
(Photographs by Ken Hively/LAT) 
 

By Sean Mitchell 
Special to The Times 
 
August 26, 2007 
 
After more than four years of bloody chaos, roadside bombs and multiple tours of duty endured 
by U.S. servicemen and women, the war in Iraq has yet to produce a signature American stage 
drama. But one candidate might be the Greek tragedy-inspired "Flags" by the pseudonymous 
Jane Martin, which ran for three months at the 99-seat Odyssey Theater in Los Angeles in 2005 
and is headed for New York with much of that cast reunited for the occasion. 
 
The booking is a limited engagement next month at the small off-Broadway venue 59E59, but 
the play's champions, which include its young Los Angeles producers, have hopes that this 
belated New York premiere could lead to something bigger. 
 
Husband-and-wife actors Chris Mulkey and Karen Landry will reprise their roles as Eddie and 
Em Desmopoulis, a working-class couple whose lives come unhinged when a military chaplain 
shows up at their door with the news that their oldest son has been killed in Iraq. Mulkey, the 
endearingly rough-hewn character actor who is about to be seen as the new coach on NBC's 
"Friday Night Lights," in "Flags" plays an angry Vietnam vet and garbage man whose patriotic 
disposition is sorely challenged by his discovery that the military has lied to him about the 
circumstances surrounding his son's death. 
 
Landry, a former member of Minneapolis' Guthrie Theater acting company who appeared on 
"Six Feet Under" and "St. Elsewhere," returns as the mother who must accept the unthinkable 
while wrangling an inconsolable reformed alcoholic husband from "going postal." A four-
member chorus intrudes to comment on the events as news footage of the war and media 
coverage play in the background. 
 
The strange case of Jane Martin 
 



The play was commissioned by the Guthrie in 2003, but because of scheduling conflicts was 
given its first staging in 2004 at Minneapolis' Mixed Blood Theater, where Mulkey and Landry 
created the roles of Eddie and Em. Considering its topicality, generally good notices and 
successful run at the Odyssey, the question arises why no other theater, in New York or 
elsewhere, has found a space for "Flags" in the last two years. 
 
Steven Klein, the 31-year-old staff producer at L.A.'s Black Dahlia Theatre who is producing 
"Flags" under his separate Firefly Theater banner with business partner Ryan Johnston, believes 
the reason has largely to do with the strange case of Jane Martin. While most playwrights are 
eagerly competing to get their works seen and staged, "Jane Martin" remains an enigmatic 
persona shielding a writer who doesn't want his or her true identity known and whose unnamed 
agent is said to live in rural Kentucky and be nearly unreachable. 
 
Many in the theater have long believed Martin to be Jon Jory, the former head of the Actors 
Theater of Louisville who established that theater's celebrated New American Play Festival and 
who has taught in the drama department at the University of Washington since 2000. Yet Jory, 
who coincidentally directed the premieres of all Martin's plays at Louisville and still serves as a 
liaison to the playwright, refuses to discuss it, and the producers and actors associated with 
"Flags" dutifully abide by the rules of the 26-year literary conceit. 
 
"There's a privacy issue, and we want to respect that," says Klein, who also says, "As soon as I 
started telling people I wanted to get the rights to produce a Jane Martin play in New York, the 
Sisyphean narrative was written." His friends in the theater said it would never happen. The only 
Martin play ever done in New York was her first, the widely produced "Talking With," a series 
of monologues for women done at the Manhattan Theater Club in 1982 after debuting the year 
before at Actors Theater of Louisville, where most of the playwright's works have premiered. 
 
In the intervening 2 1/2 decades, at least 10 more plays by "Jane Martin" have emerged. Two of 
them, "Kelly and Du" and "Jack and Jill," won the Best New Play Award from the American 
Theater Critics Assn. "Kelly and Du" was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in 1993. But no 
productions in New York. All the while, Martin has never made a public appearance or given an 
interview. 
 
"The assumption," says Klein, "is that Jane Martin is resentful of New York theater." 
 
Nevertheless, with "Flags" in mind, Klein and Johnston thought, why not try? A native of Boston 
and a Yale graduate, Klein, in addition to producing and acting in several successful shows at the 
Black Dahlia, in 2004 and 2005 took Geraldine Hughes' one-woman show "Belfast Blues" to 
London and Belfast, banking producing experience along the way. 
 
Raising 'Flags' 
 
Klein first went to see "Flags" at the Odyssey because Johnston, his friend, was in the cast, 
playing Frankie, the younger son. He went back to see it three more times. "I loved the piece," he 
says. 
 



When he and Johnston learned that no one had the rights to the play in New York, they began 
their campaign to get the rights themselves, pounding the pavement in Manhattan to find a 
theater while seeking Jory's counsel over the phone from Seattle. Klein made the connection with 
59E59, a nonprofit venue created to provide discounted stage space for new and experimental 
work. All that remained was to hire a courier service able to penetrate the Kentucky back country 
to get a signature from Martin's representative to seal the deal. Or so the story goes. 
 
With the built-in subsidy provided by 59E59, Klein and Johnston estimate that they can open the 
three-week run of "Flags" on Sept. 12 for less than a third of the $75,000 it would take 
otherwise. There is no money allotted for publicity, advertising or marketing. 
 
The bare-bones budget also requires a cast that believes in the play enough to work for little. 
"People who care about this play are making extreme sacrifices," Johnston says. 
 
The nine-member ensemble will include (besides Johnston and Klein) Mulkey and Landry, 
Johnston's brother Kyle, and Stephen Mendillo, the talented character actor who was in the cast 
at the Odyssey and last appeared on Broadway in Paul Newman's revival of "Our Town." 
 
The production is being directed by Henry Wishcamper, a fellow Yale grad who assisted Robert 
Falls directing the Broadway production of Conor McPherson's "Shining City" and will also 
direct the premiere of McPherson's "Port Authority" in New York. 
 
The politics of the play, even while Klein and Johnston believe them to be ambiguous, seem to 
matter a lot to Mulkey and Landry, who are from the generation that fought and protested the 
Vietnam War. 
 
"I'm getting to do something that's important," says Landry, who turned down a movie offer to 
do the play in Minneapolis the first time. 
 
During an interview at the Black Dahlia, where the company was rehearsing before heading east, 
Mulkey grabbed a guitar and played his own talking-blues song with the message that the Iraq 
war was Vietnam all over again. 
 
"I'm pro-America," Mulkey says gruffly while recalling his military high school background and 
staunch objection to being sent to Vietnam. Before the invasion in 2003, Mulkey says he sent 
President Bush an e-mail asking him to consider Saudi Arabia instead. He got a response, 
thanking him for his opinion. 
 
The role of Eddie, the blinkered warrior who resists public demand to take down the American 
flag he mistakenly hoists upside down as a tribute to his fallen son, has the size and force that 
calls out to an actor with Mulkey's reservoir of fury even as it baits the audience. 
 
"It's such an intense play," Mulkey says. "When we did it at Mixed Blood, there was a 
nervousness among the cast that someone was going to jump up onstage and take issue with the 
play. I was ready for that." 
 



It never happened. 
 
As to why a play with such ongoing relevance and emotional wattage has not been much 
produced on regional stages, Michael Dixon, the former literary manager at the Guthrie who 
commissioned "Flags," responds, "Is that a rhetorical question?" Then he adds, "Evidently the 
American theater isn't going to break any news on the subject." 
 
"Flags," which in 2004 could have been seen as a direct response to the government's then 
prohibition on photographing the flag-covered coffins being sent back from Iraq, stands as an 
exception -- even if to this point a minor one. But from the look of things around the country, it 
may not be an exception for much longer. 
 
Not counting David Hare's "Stuff Happens" (British) done at the Mark Taper Forum two years 
ago and "Black Watch," a drama about a Scottish regiment in Iraq, coming to UCLA's Royce 
Hall in the fall, new American plays dealing with the war include the recent "Dying City" by 
Christopher Shinn, at Lincoln Center; Craig Lucas' "A Prayer for My Enemy," now onstage at 
the Intiman in Seattle; "Welcome Home, Jenny Sutter" by Julie Marie Myatt, scheduled for next 
year at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival and the Kennedy Center; and "Ward 57" by Jessica 
Goldberg, upcoming at Florida Stage Company. 
 
In the original script of "Flags," Eddie makes reference to the number of American dead as "nine 
hundred." By the time of the Odyssey production, the line had to be changed to "two thousand." 
Now, in New York, it will be changed again, to "thirty-seven hundred," a clear indication that the 
war has not stopped coming home, in the news or on the stage. 
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